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Abstract
Latino college students (M age = 21.4 years) completed self-report surveys assessing 
adolescent dating experiences. Compared to young men (n = 69), young women (n = 
97) had more limitations placed on them by parents as adolescents and began dat-
ing later. No gender difference in timing of the first serious relationship emerged. 
More young women had their first relationship with a Latino, and having a Latino 
boyfriend was associated with older partner age. In multivariate analyses, parental 
level of education was a stronger correlate of early dating experiences than genera-
tional status, and stronger findings emerged for young women than young men. The 
findings highlight the salience of gender as an organizer of early dating experiences 
among Latino adolescents. 
Keywords: dating, adolescent, latino/a 
Introduction
The last century has seen a fundamental shift in how children and adolescents are socialized 
into adult roles related to sexuality and relationships. In modern societies like the US, individuals 
are expected to learn to negotiate sexuality without the external restraints that characterize tradi-
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tional cultures, such as gender segregation or arranged marriages (Brooks-Gunn & Paikoff, 1997). 
As a result, adolescence is now considered a significant period for exploring relationships and 
sexuality (Miller & Benson, 1999) and the majority of adolescents report dating (“going out” or 
“being with” someone) during the middle teen years. For example, in one study of White, middle 
class 15-year-old girls, only 12% said they had never dated (Feiring, 1996). In a large-scale study, 
73% of adolescents (mean age 14.8) had been on a date (Longmore, Manning, & Giordano, 2001). 
There is typically a progression from casual to serious involvement (Miller & Benson, 1999) such 
that by the end of the teen years, most youth have been involved in what they consider a serious 
relationship. In a national survey of in-school adolescents, the proportion reporting a “serious ro-
mantic relationship” in the last 18 months increased from one third of 13-year-olds to over half 
of 15-year-olds and 70% of 17-year-olds (unpublished analysis of Add Health public use Wave I 
data). These studies suggest it is normative for US teenagers to experiment with romantic rela-
tionships during adolescence.
Adolescent romantic relationships have only relatively recently been the focus of attention 
by developmental scholars (e.g. Furman & Wehner, 1997; Brown, Feiring, & Furman, 1999). Dur-
ing the last two decades, theoretical views of adolescent romantic relationships have evolved and 
it is now accepted that these early relationships provide important developmental opportuni-
ties (e.g. Shulman & Collins, 1997). At the same time, dealing with a teenager’s forays into ro-
mance and sexuality is difficult for many parents (Zani, 1993; Gray & Steinberg, 1999). Parents 
whose expectations and values differ from those of the majority culture may have an especially 
challenging time as their children become adolescents. Indeed, sexuality has been recognized as 
a focal point of familial tension among ethnic minority and immigrant families, whose expecta-
tions often conflict with US norms regarding adolescent romantic interest and activity (e.g. Espin, 
1984/1997; Barkley & Mosher, 1995). Despite the salience of adolescent sexuality for these families 
(and by extension for researchers, educators, and clinicians), little is known about normative pat-
terns of dating and romance among ethnically diverse youth because most research on adoles-
cent romantic relationships has been conducted with primarily European-American samples (e.g. 
Montemayor & Gregg, 1994; Brown, 1999; Coates, 1999; Gray & Steinberg, 1999). To begin filling 
this gap, the current analysis examined adolescent dating experiences retrospectively reported 
by Latino young adults.
There are two major reasons that Latinos (individuals of Latin American origin or descent liv-
ing in the US) represent an important group in which to examine adolescent romantic relation-
ships. First, it is estimated that by the year 2050, nearly one third of the under-19 population in 
the United States will be Latino (US Department of Health and Human Services, 2001). There-
fore, understanding the experiences of Latino youth and their families will become increasingly 
important for developmental theorists, researchers, and practitioners (Parke & Buriel, 1997). Sec-
ond, despite encouraging declines in pregnancy rates among the general population of US ado-
lescents, Latina adolescents are disproportionately likely to become pregnant and bear children 
(National Campaign to Prevent Teen Pregnancy, 2001). Because sexual exploration typically oc-
curs in the context of romantic relationships (Miller & Benson, 1999), gaining a fuller understand-
ing of Latino adolescent relationships will ultimately inform intervention efforts.
Considering the relatively large amount of information available on normative patterns of 
dating and romantic involvement among “mainstream” adolescents, it is surprising how little 
is known about this aspect of Latino adolescents’ lives. Based on traditional views of family and 
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gender roles in Latino/Hispanic culture, scholars have proposed that parental acceptance of US-
style dating will depend on the gender of their child. The majority of scholars concur that there is 
a “double standard” for sexual behavior in most Latin cultures (for a review, see Raffaelli & Su-
arez-al-Adam, 1998). For example, Espin (1984/1997) discussed how historical, religious and cul-
tural influences led to a high value for female chastity as a marker for the family’s honor. In con-
trast, because virility is an important component of male gender role expectations, young Latino 
men have typically experienced considerable freedom to explore their sexuality (e.g. Marín & Gó-
mez, 1997; Flores, Eyre, & Millstein, 1998). Traditional notions about sexuality often conflict with 
what is considered normative in the larger US culture, and issues surrounding sexuality may be-
come a central concern for Latino parents (Espin, 1984/1997). Indeed, Barkley and Mosher (1995) 
vividly described the difficulties some Hispanic families have as they negotiate the “mine fields 
of developing sexuality” (pp. 255–256).
Prior research with Latino adolescents supports the notion that parents are cautious regard-
ing their daughters’ sexuality. In a study of 10–15-year-old Puerto Rican and Mexican girls and 
their mothers, Villaruel (1998) described strategies families used to protect daughters from pre-
mature sexual involvement. These include prohibiting dating or imposing stringent rules re-
garding dating and contact with males (see also Raffaelli & Ontai, 2001). Similarly, Taylor (1996) 
described mother–daughter relationships in a Latino and Portuguese sample as “bounded and 
defined by rules about gender roles and sexuality, rules that the girls both resist and find pro-
tective” (p. 126). An ethnographic study of 32 pregnant or parenting Mexican American ado-
lescent girls revealed low levels of experience with males despite their sexual involvement (de 
Anda, Becerra, & Fielder, 1990). Research also confirms that daughters are treated differently 
than sons. In a quantitative study of 14–16-year-old Latino and Anglo girls and boys, Latinas 
reported the strictest family rules about “dating, sex, and drugs” (Hovell et al., 1994). When 
asked about limitations placed on them as compared to opposite-sex siblings or relatives while 
growing up, Latino college students reported the greatest differential treatment in the area of 
curfews and interacting with members of the other sex (Raffaelli & Ontai-Grzebik, 2004). These 
studies suggest that Latino male and female adolescents have different experiences linked to 
dating and romance; however, there is little systematic research on this aspect of Latino adoles-
cents’ lives.
Given the lack of developmental research on adolescent dating experiences among Latinos, 
the aim of the current analysis is primarily descriptive. This paper draws on a larger program of 
research on sexual socialization in Latino families. In an initial exploratory study, adult Latinas 
described family of origin experiences that often limited the degree to which they could engage 
in romantic exploration as adolescents (Raffaelli & Ontai, 2001). Parents used a variety of tac-
tics to limit and monitor adolescent daughters’ romantic involvement; these included prohibiting 
dating before a certain age, curtailing opportunities for one-on-one interaction (e.g. only allow-
ing daughters to spend time with boys in public or limiting boyfriends’ access to the house), and 
not allowing daughters to date individuals from other ethnic groups, whose values would pre-
sumably be different. Moreover, respondents said they were treated very differently than their 
brothers, who were granted considerable freedom. In order to explore these findings more sys-
tematically, a follow-up study was conducted in which structured surveys were mailed to male 
and female Latino college students. The current paper examines retrospective reports of adoles-
cent dating experiences in the college student sample.
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It should be noted from the outset that this sample is not representative of the general popula-
tion of Latinos in the US In 1996, 57.5% of 18–24-year-old Hispanics had completed high school, 
and about a third of high school graduates attended college (Wilds & Wilson, 1998); therefore, a 
college sample represents a select group and family experiences may not be typical. Moreover, 
half of the respondents were born in the Midwestern state where the study was conducted. Ne-
braska is predominantly (87.3%) European American (US Census Bureau, 2002). As is typical 
of other Great Plains states, however, established Mexican American enclaves and recent settle-
ments of Central and South Americans are sprinkled across the state (Rochín, 2000). The charac-
teristics of the sample are fully described below, to permit appropriate contextualization of the 
study findings.
The goals of the current analysis were to:
(1) Describe how Latino families negotiate their sons’ and daughters’ initial forays into roman-
tic and potential sexual encounters;
(2) Compare adolescent dating experiences reported by male and female Latino young adults;
(3) Explore potential linkages between demographic variables and adolescent dating experi-
ences. Because Latinos differ from non-Latinos on a number of dimensions that are linked 
to parenting values and behavior (such as educational level), socialization practices may 
reflect demographic rather than “cultural” factors. In fact, Hovell et al. (1994) reported that 
their Anglo and Latino samples differed on maternal education and acculturation but did 
not examine how these demographic characteristics contributed to differences within the 
Latino sub-sample. Therefore, associations between dating experiences and demographic 
variables were examined. Generational status and parental level of education were selected 
because they represent salient aspects of the experiences of Latinos in the US. Generation 
of immigration is often used as an indicator of acculturation—the process of psychologi-
cal and behavioral adaptation that occurs when two cultures come into contact (Marín & 
Marín, 1991). Parental education was included because socioeconomic status is a powerful 
influence on parental values and beliefs related to gender (Baca Zinn, 1995).
Methods
Participants and procedures
The sample represents a subset of respondents in a study targeting 19–45-year-old Latino 
men and women attending four Midwestern post-secondary institutions (two state universities, 
one community college, and one private university). With the cooperation of each institution’s 
registration office, survey packets and subsequent reminder postcards were sent to all currently 
enrolled students identified as Latino/Hispanic in registration records. Depending on the insti-
tution, respondents were either paid $15 or received $10 and were entered into a drawing for 
an additional bonus payment. To protect student privacy, survey packets were direct-mailed by 
each institution; the investigator was not supplied with identifying or demographic informa-
tion. At three institutions it was not possible to restrict the mailing to students aged 19–45 so the 
mailing was sent to all currently enrolled Latino/Hispanic students who were asked to discard 
the survey if they were under 19 (under state law they are considered minors) or over 45. Thus, 
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the exact number of eligible students is unknown. A total of 871 surveys were mailed; 26 were 
undeliverable or recipients informed the investigator that they were ineligible. Of the remain-
ing 845 surveys, 242 (28.6%) were returned. To limit sample heterogeneity and retrospective re-
call bias, the current analysis was limited to respondents aged 25 and under (n = 166; 69% of the 
sample).
The analysis sample consists of 97 women and 69 men aged 19–25 (M age = 21.4 years). Most 
respondents were unmarried (92%), reported their religious affiliation as Catholic (71%), and had 
been born in the United States (84%). Among the 138 US-born respondents, 61% were born in the 
state where the research was conducted; the remaining participants were from 21 different states, 
most frequently California (9.4%), Texas (5.8%), or Colorado (5.1%). Parental birthplace included 
the US (66% of mothers, of 61% fathers), Mexico (12% mothers, 16% fathers), or a South Ameri-
can (15% mothers, 16% fathers), Central American (3% mothers, 4% fathers) or other (4% moth-
ers, 3% fathers) country. When asked to select the ethnic term(s) that best described them, 39% of 
respondents (n = 65) chose “Hispanic/Latino,” 34% (n = 57) chose “Mexican-American” and the 
remainder selected “Mexican” (8%; n = 13), “Puerto Rican” (4%; n = 7), or another term (e.g. Chi-
cano, Cuban, Latin American; 14%; n = 24).
Measures
As part of the larger study, participants completed a survey that included the following 
measures:
Demographic variables
Items indexing the birthplace of participants, parents, and grandparents were used to derive 
a continuous measure of generational status reflecting the number born in the US (Umaña-Taylor 
& Fine, 2001). Possible scores ranged from 0 (no one born in the US) to 7 (self, both parents, and 
all four grandparents born in the US); M = 3.78, s.d. = 2.40. The average number of years of edu-
cation completed was 12.8 for mothers (range 2–17) and 13.0 for fathers (range 0–17). These two 
items were correlated (r = .64, p < .001), so a parent education composite was computed by averag-
ing (M = 12.9, s.d. = 3.14). Generational status was not significantly associated with parent educa-
tion (r = .12, p > .12). Preliminary analyses revealed no gender differences in these demographic 
variables.
Family rules and values regarding dating
Based on pilot findings (Raffaelli & Ontai, 2001) and other research (Villaruel, 1998), a set of 
questions to assess strategies parents used to manage their adolescent’s emerging sexuality was 
created. Age limits to dating was examined with a single question (“Was there a certain age be-
fore which your parents felt you should not go on dates?”) and affirmative responses were fol-
lowed up with the question “What was that age?” Parental ethnic preference for dating partners was 
assessed with two items (“This parent told me I could only date people of the same ethnic group 
as our family”; “This parent told me it would be better if I dated people of the same ethnic group 
as our family”) rated on a 5-point scale from “disagree strongly” to “agree strongly.” The two 
items were rated for each parent, yielding four items that formed an acceptable scale (α = .88); 
all four items were averaged to create a composite. Finally, opportunities for one-on-one interaction 
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were assessed with two questions, one asking whether respondents’ first boy/girlfriend had been 
allowed to come to their house and the other asking if they were allowed to go to the boy/girl-
friend’s house. A 4-point response scale was used indicating progressively lessening of restric-
tions (see Table 1 for response categories). 
Dating and romantic experiences
Several aspects of early romantic experiences were examined, reflecting the typical progres-
sion of dating relationships (Zani, 1993) and experiences reported by pilot study participants. 
Ages of onset of dating (group, double, chaperoned, and unsupervised), first “serious or ‘steady’ 
relationship” and first voluntary sexual intercourse were assessed with open-ended items where 
respondents wrote in the age at which each type of activity first occurred.
Romantic partner characteristics
Age and ethnicity of the first romantic partner was assessed, and a variable indexing the age dif-
ference between the respondent and the first partner computed by subtracting the partner’s age 
from the respondent’s age.
Results
Family rules and values
The first set of analyses examined respondents’ perceptions of parental values regarding dat-
ing and the kinds of restrictions parents established.
Table 1.  Opportunities for one-on-one interaction with boy/girlfriends during adolescence 
 Men Women
Romantic partners allowed in respondent’s house?
   No 7.5% 11.2%
   Only if one or both parents were present 23.9% 23.6%
   As long as another family member was at home 20.9% 40.4%
   Unrestricted access to the house (even if alone) 47.8% 24.7%
Respondents allowed in romantic partner’s house?
   No 1.5% 18.9%
   Only if one or both parents were present 23.9% 31.3%
   As long as another family member was at home 20.9% 22.2%
   Unrestricted access to the house (even if alone) 53.7% 27.8%
Composite measure (M/SD) 3.18/.82 2.68/.94
N = 65 young men and 90 young women reporting a serious romantic relationship during adoles-
cence (93.4% of sample).
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Age limits to dating
When asked whether there was an age before which their parents did not want them to date, 
young women (74%) were more likely than young men (41%) to respond in the affirmative, χ2 
(1, N = 166) = 17.68, p < .0001. Among the subset responding in the affirmative, no gender differ-
ences in the minimum age set by parents emerged (male M = 15.7 years, s.d. = 3.12; female M = 
15.9 years, s.d. = 1.42).
Parental ethnic preferences
Respondents reported that their parents did not show a preference for same ethnic group part-
ners (the mean score was between “disagree strongly” and “disagree slightly” that parents en-
couraged same ethnic group partners). No gender differences were found on this measure (male 
M = 1.64, s.d. = 1.0; female M = 1.69, s.d. = 1.1).
Opportunities for one-on-one interaction
Among the subset of respondents who were involved in a serious romantic relationship dur-
ing adolescence (93% of the sample), young men reported fewer restrictions than young women 
both in whether romantic partners were allowed to come over to their house, χ2 (3, N = 156) = 
10.99, p < .015, and in whether they were allowed to go to a partner’s house, χ2 (3, N = 157) = 
17.54, p < .001 (see Table 1). For example, when asked whether their parents had restricted their 
romantic partners’ access to the house, nearly half of the male respondents said their parents im-
posed no restrictions, compared to one quarter of the female respondents. Moreover, nearly one 
fifth of the female respondents said they were not allowed to go their boyfriend’s house, even 
with parents or other family members present; in contrast, just one young man said he could not 
go to his girlfriend’s house.
Because the two items assessing opportunities for one-on-one interaction were correlated (r 
= .62, p < .001), a composite measure for use in predictive analyses was created by averaging the 
items (M = 2.89, s.d. = .92). Descriptive statistics for the composite are shown at the bottom of 
Table 1; the average score for young men was significantly higher than the average for young 
women, reflecting greater opportunities for interactions with romantic partners, t (2, N = 155) = 
3.48, p < .001.
Adolescent dating experiences
The second goal of the study was to compare adolescent dating experiences reported by male 
and female Latino young adults. Two aspects of dating experiences were explored: initiation of 
different types of dating and romantic activities, and characteristics of the first romantic partner.
Initiation of dating and romantic activities
As shown in Table 2, young women reported that they started going on group, double, and 
unsupervised (couples) dates an average of half a year later than young men. However, young 
men and women became involved in a serious or “steady” relationship at the same age. For de-
scriptive purposes, the proportion of respondents reporting specific relationship experiences by 
age 15 was also computed (chaperoned dating is not included because of the low number of re-
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spondents reporting this form of dating). No gender differences emerged in the proportion of re-
spondents initiating group (62.3% of young men, 58.8% of young women) or double (36.2% vs. 
36.1%) dating by age 15. In contrast, unsupervised (couples) dating by age 15 was reported by 
more young men (29.0%) than young women (19.6%). 
Among the subset of respondents who had experienced voluntary sexual intercourse, there 
was a trend (p < .075) for young men to report an earlier age at first intercourse than young 
women (Table 2). Young men’s first sexual experience typically occurred at an earlier age than 
their first serious relationship; in contrast, young women had their first sexual experience at a 
later age than their first steady relationship.
First romantic partner
Characteristics of the first serious romantic partner are displayed at the bottom of Table 2. 
Young men tended to become involved with someone who was about their age or a little younger, 
whereas young women tended to become involved with romantic partners who were at least 1 
year older. More descriptively, 9.2% of the young men reported that their first romantic partner 
was 2 or more years younger, whereas 20% of the young women said their first partner was 2 or 3 
years older, and 11.1% had a first boyfriend who was 4–10 years older.
This apparent inconsistency may reflect a tendency for young men and women to date part-
ners from different ethnic groups. Just under a fifth of male respondents reported that their first 
serious romantic partner was Latina; in contrast, nearly two fifths of the female respondents said 
their first partner was Latino (Table 2). The majority of young men became involved with a Euro-
pean-American (76.5%) or someone from another ethnic group (4.4%). In comparison, under half 
the young women reported that their first romantic partner was European-American (48.4%), and 
14% dated someone from another ethnic group. This difference was significant, χ2 (2, N = 159) = 
13.25, p < .0015.
Table 2. Adolescent romantic and dating experiences 
                  Males Females
Age began going on group dates 14.1 14.7*
Age began going on chaperoned datesa 14.3 14.9
Age began going on double dates 15.2 15.7*
Age began going on unsupervised dates 15.9 16.4*
Age at first serious relationshipb 16.6 16.5
Age of first voluntary sexual intercoursec 16.2 17.0+
Characteristics of first serious romantic partnerb
   Age of first romantic partner (years) 16.5 17.8**
   Age difference (years) −.09 1.36***
   Latino partner (% yes) 19.1% 37.4%***
N = 69 young men, 97 young women unless otherwise indicated.
Significant gender differences:+p < .10, *p < .05, **p < .01, ***p < .001.
a Subset of respondents who reported going on dates chaperoned by a sibling or another relative; n = 21 males, 39 
females (36% of sample).
b Subset of respondents reporting a serious romantic relationship; n = 65 males, 90 females (93.4% of sample).
c Subset of respondents reporting voluntary sexual intercourse; n = 50 males, 69 females (72% of sample).
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Follow-up analyses (not shown) revealed that for young women only, partner ethnicity and 
age difference between self and partner were associated. The mean age difference for women 
with Latino partners (n = 33) was significantly higher (M = 2.03, s.d. = 2.70) than that for women 
with non-Latino partners (n = 57) (M = 0.96, s.d. = 1.73); t (1, N = 47) = 2.04, p < .05. More descrip-
tively, in over two fifths (45.5%) of cases where the male partner was Latino, the age differences 
between partners was at least 2 years; in contrast, just over a fifth (22.7%) of women with a non-
Latino partner reported an age disparity of 2 years or more.
Correlates of early dating experiences
The third goal was to explore potential linkages between demographic variables and adoles-
cent dating experiences. To accomplish this goal, regressions models were computed in which 
generational status and parental education were entered simultaneously into models predicting 
different aspects of dating experiences. Linear regressions were computed to predict continuous 
outcomes (parental ethnic preferences, composite measures reflecting opportunities for one-on-
one interactions, age at onset of group and couples dating, age at first serious relationship, age 
difference between self and partner). Logistic regressions were computed to predict dichotomous 
outcomes (whether parents set age limits to dating, partner ethnicity). Age of onset of group dat-
ing and double dating were highly correlated for both young men (r = .79, p < .001) and women (r 
= .67, p < .001); therefore, only group dating (the earliest form of dating) was evaluated in the pre-
dictive analyses. Separate equations were computed by gender.
Results of the linear and logistic regressions are shown in Table 3. Two of the eight models 
reached statistical significance (p < .05) for male respondents; in contrast, five of the models for 
female respondents were significant. Thus, it appears that the demographic predictors evaluated 
were more salient for adolescent girls’ dating experiences than they were for boys’. 
For young men, the model for parental ethnic preferences was significant, with parent educa-
tion independently predicting weaker preferences for sons to date same ethnic group partners. 
Table 3. Regression models predicting adolescent dating experiences from generational status and 
parent education 
                                            Young men (n = 69)                                            Young women (n = 97)
                                   Generation     Par educ        Model statistics              Generation   Par educ    Model statistics
Linear regressions
 Parental ethnic preference −.06 −.35** R2 = .13, F = 4.78* −.07 −.22* R2 = .06, F = 2.68+
 One-on-one interaction .03 .17 R2 = .03, F = .97 .23* .45*** R2 = .26, F = 15.49***
 Age began group dating .14 −.32* R2 = .10, F = 3.01+ .21* −.395*** R2 = .18, F = 9.66***
 Age began couples dating −.11 −.04 R2 = .015, F = .49 .05 −.28** R2 = .08, F = 3.69*
 Age first relationship −.12 .02 R2 = .015, F = .46 .08 −.23* R2 = .05, F = 2.51
 Age difference 1st partner −.06 −.03 R2 = .01, F = .17 −.16 −.12 R2 = .04, F = 1.92
Logistic regressions
 Parental age limit datinga −.01 −.08 χ2 = .92 −.13 .16+ χ2 = 6.05*
 Partner ethnicityb .34* .01 χ2 = 6.43* .29** .14+ χ2 = 13.11**
Note: Degrees of freedom (df) = 2 for all models. N’s may vary due to missing data for some variables. Figures are 
standardized regression coefficients. Significance levels:+p < .075; *p < .05, **p < .01, ***p < .001.
aCoded as 0 = yes, 1 = no; bcoded as 0 = Latino, 1 = non-Latino.
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The model for partner ethnicity was also significant; young men with higher generational status 
were more likely to report that their first serious girlfriend was not Latina.
For young women, the model for ethnic preferences did not reach statistical significance, but 
a similar pattern to that found for young men emerged such that higher levels of parental educa-
tion were associated with lower preferences for same ethnic group dating partners. In the model 
examining opportunities for one-on-one interactions with romantic partners, higher levels of 
both parental education and generational status were associated with greater freedom to interact 
with romantic partners in the respondent’s or the partner’s home. Models examining age of on-
set of group and couples dating were significant for young women, but not those examining age 
at first relationship or age difference between the respondent and her first romantic partner. Age 
of initiation of group dating was associated positively with generational status and negatively 
with parent education, and onset of couples dating was associated (negatively) with parent edu-
cation, suggesting that parents with higher levels of education had daughters who began dating 
at earlier ages. The model examining whether parents had set an age limit for dating was signif-
icant, but neither of the predictors was significant (parent education was marginally significant). 
Finally, in the logistic regression for partner ethnicity, generational status (significantly) and par-
ent education (marginally) predicted partner ethnicity such that higher generational status and 
parental education were associated with young women having their first relationship with a non-
Latino romantic partner.
Discussion
This study’s overall goal was to explore adolescent dating experiences among Latinos. Once 
largely ignored by developmental researchers, adolescent romantic relationships are now consid-
ered significant developmental contexts, and researchers have devoted a considerable amount of 
energy to exploring processes, influences, and outcomes of those relationships. At the same time, 
almost nothing is known about adolescent dating relationships among Latinos, who constitute 
the fastest growing segment of the US population (National Campaign, 2001).
Several key findings emerged from this analysis of adolescent dating experiences reported by 
Latino college students. Most notably, pervasive gender differences were reported in adolescent 
dating experiences. Consistent with prior research (e.g. Hovell et al., 1994), young women re-
ported having more limitations placed on them during adolescence by parents than young men. 
Three quarters of female respondents said their parents did not want them to date before a spe-
cific age (nearly 16 years), and young women reported more restrictions on interactions with 
their romantic partners. Moreover, young women delayed involvement in early forms of dat-
ing (e.g. group and double dating); and initiated unsupervised “couples” dates about half a year 
later than young men. The fact that marked gender differences were seen in a highly educated, 
primarily non-immigrant sample of Latinos suggests that traditional values regarding appropri-
ate behavior for girls and boys continue to exert an influence (Espin, 1984/1997; Marín and Gó-
mez, 1997; Flores et al., 1998). Future research is needed to examine whether the same patterns 
are evident in samples of Latino adolescents who are actually in the process of initiating dating 
and romantic activities, and to evaluate the influence of parents’ cultural values on attitudes to-
wards their adolescent children’s involvement in dating activities.
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Another noteworthy finding is that the early dating partners of Latino young men and women 
tended to differ in ethnicity and age gap between partners. Young women were more likely than 
young men to say their first romantic partner was Latino, and there was also a relatively large 
age difference between female respondents and their first serious romantic partner, particularly 
among those whose first boyfriend was Latino. Past research has reported that Latina adolescents 
are often involved with older partners (e.g. de Anda et al., 1990; Flores et al., 1998; Marín, Coyle, 
Gómez, Carvajal, & Kirby, 2000). The current study suggests that this may be especially likely 
when both members of the couple are Latino, pointing to the need to obtain a more differentiated 
picture of adolescent romantic relationships.
Despite pervasive gender differences in most aspects of dating, young men and women expe-
rienced their first serious relationship at about the same age. As a result, there was a compression 
in Latinas’ dating experiences; the lag between initiating unsupervised dating (16.4 years) and 
becoming involved in a serious romantic relationship (16.5 years) was much smaller than the lag 
for males (from 15.9 to 16.6 years). Taken as a whole, the findings provide some basis for specula-
tion about why Latina adolescents in the US may be at elevated risk of teen pregnancy and non-
marital births (National Campaign, 2001). In modern societies, the adolescent years represent a 
crucial time “to practice managing sex and gender” (Thompson, 1994, p. 219). It may be that the 
combination of delayed dating onset and involvement with older partners puts some Latinas at 
a disadvantage as they enter a serious romantic relationship, offering clues as to why Mexican-
American girls who have been pregnant can still be “remarkably inexperienced in relationships 
with males” (de Anda et al., 1990, p. 312). In nationally representative samples, involvement with 
older partners has been linked to early onset of sexual activity (Marín et al., 2000), ambivalence 
about sexual initiation (Abma, Driscoll, & Moore, 1998) and an increased likelihood of teen preg-
nancy (Darroch, Landry, & Oslak, 1999). The role of early dating experiences in magnifying La-
tina teens’ risk of teenage pregnancy deserves further attention.
Gender differences in family rules and early experiences relating to dating are consistent with 
traditional cultural values regarding sexuality. However, it is noteworthy that parental education 
was a better predictor of early dating experiences than was generational status, given that family 
members’ immigration history is often used as an indicator of acculturation (Phinney, 2003). Fur-
thermore, there was no evidence of a parental preference for same ethnicity dating partners for ad-
olescent children, perhaps reflecting the primarily European American contexts in which many re-
spondents grew up. Instead, the general pattern of results suggested that parental education was 
associated with a “loosening” of restrictions regarding daughter’s sociosexual activity. Among the 
eight aspects of early dating experiences examined in the current study, two models were signifi-
cant for young men and five for young women, suggesting that parental demographic characteris-
tics are more salient for females and that different factors may underlie dating onset among Latino 
males and females. Future research should more fully examine differences among Latino families 
in how they negotiate their sons’ and daughters’ adolescent dating experiences, with particular at-
tention to the role of parent characteristics including demographic and cultural variables.
These findings shed light on the dating experiences of Latino adolescents, and suggest that 
gender is an important organizer of those experiences. However, this paper has several limita-
tions that should be addressed in future research. First, as discussed earlier, the sample consisted 
of college and university students; therefore, the respondents are not representative of the gen-
570  Marcela Raffaelli in in Journal of Adolescence 28 (2005) 
eral Latino population. However, the fact that significant gender differences emerged even in this 
sample suggests that the findings might be even stronger in a general sample of Latinos. A sec-
ond limitation is the study’s retrospective design. Retrospective reports are subject to forgetting 
and re-evaluation of past experiences, although scholars maintain that family of origin experi-
ences can be assessed retrospectively (e.g. Melchert & Sayger, 1998), and this methodology has 
been used to examine characteristics of Latino families (e.g. López & Hamilton, 1997) and early 
dating experiences of European-American college students (Spreadbury, 1982). Finally, it was not 
possible to explore possible interactions among demographic factors (e.g. timing of immigration, 
national origin, socioeconomic status); future research should attempt to explicate how these 
variables operate together on adolescent dating experiences. Despite these limitations, this study 
yields novel information about early forays into dating and romantic relationships by Latino ad-
olescents. It also provides a basis for future research investigating the dating experiences of cul-
turally diverse adolescents. 
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